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	1. Chapter 1

**AN - alright, story number three! I'm super excited to have you guys read this and I hope you'll love it. as always, please follow/review/favorite. Enjoy!**

Chapter 1: Two-Bit

I guess I wasn't really cut out for being a dad, you know? Never really had one myself. Just Mr. Curtis and, yeah, he was fatherly, but it wasn't the same as having my own. I learned to be a good kid from him, at least. He didn't have the time to teach me to be a good dad, though. Not like I was all that great at school anyway... Kinda sucks, but it's true.

When I finally made it out of high school, I didn't bother with college. I was too stupid for that. Couldn't even graduate from 12th grade on my first try. A guy like me belonged in a dead-end job, not a university. So I began my luxurious career as a truck driver.

And, looking back on it, I'm pretty glad I started cause that's how I met my girl. Savannah. She was as beautiful as they come, her hair all long and flowing and, most importantly, golden blonde. First saw her down in Santa-fe on one of my 'business trips'. I'd been driving ten hours and damn was I tired! But when I noticed her watching me from the other side of the parking lot, I felt fully awake.

I went over and chatted her up and, next thing I know, we're spending the night in some cheap motel room. After that, I was in love. I know it was stupid and crazy, but who was surprised? Stupid and crazy men did stupid and crazy things. Guaranteed fact of life. 100% true.

Well, we stayed in contact for a few years by just talking on the phone or writing letters (cause sometimes I couldn't pay the bills and they shut off my electricity). Then, another assignment sent me back to Santa-fe and we got to see each other again. We spent that night together as sweethearts should - a quiet dinner and gentle loving in the bedroom afterwards.

In the morning, I whisked her off to Vegas. We were married almost immediately. But I couldn't afford to stay more than a couple hours, so I brought her home to her parents then returned to my boss in Tulsa.

Sure, he was pissed cause I was supposed to be back days ago. His anger didn't last too long, though. He just took a little money out of my paycheck and we never spoke about why I'd been late. No reason to tell him that I'd left a Mrs. Savannah Mathews back in Santa-fe. I doubted that he cared, anyway.

But I guess he suspected something. I was never sent to Santa-fe again. For a while, I tried to sneak away to see her and I could never manage it. She hated that more than anything. I didn't get the chance to ask why cause she stopped answering my calls and letters. Didn't make any sense... She'd never been mad at me before. She'd said she understood how hard it was gonna be - being a trucker's wife, I mean.

I never spoke to her again.

After another four years, I finally found out why she'd needed me with her.

It was a cool morning in late April and I was already on my way out the door when the phone started ringing. Swearing a little, I went back inside to answer.

"Hello?" I asked, probably coming off as real impatient. Of course, I was cause I knew I'd be late for work if I didn't get going soon.

"Mr. Keith Mathews, this is Alice Johnson from the Santa-fe police department," the voice replied. "I'm calling to inform you that your wife was killed in a car accident three days ago."

My throat went dry and I felt my heart drop into the pit of my stomach. I swallowed hard. "What happened?"

"She was walking down a sidewalk when a truck veered off the road and hit her. She...died on impact." The woman almost sounded guilty.

There were tears in my eyes, but I just let them fall. Nobody to judge me here. Only empty walls and the echoing news that the love of my life was dead. "Thanks for letting me know."

Silence on the the officer's end. Regret on mine.

"Yes, well..." the woman said, coughing awkwardly. "A social worker will be around tomorrow at about 6pm to drop off your daughter. You must be wanting to see her again."

"Yes, I..." I trailed off, realizing what she had said only after she hung up.

A daughter. I had a daughter. And Savannah never told me. Was that what had been bothering her then? Had she wanted me to live with her because she'd been pregnant? It must've been the reason she got so mad at me. She should've said so. I always wanted to have a happy family of my own cause I was sick of being on the outside and looking in at the happiness my friends had found.

The delivery I made that day was a short one - only a couple hours. I returned the truck to its usual place then marched into my boss's office. Quit my job that evening, went home to search the papers for another. Now that I had a kid, I needed something closer to Tulsa. I was gonna be there for her even if I didn't know what a good dad did.

She arrived that Monday at about 6:27pm. The social worker didn't have much to say - just a curt, "Mr. Mathews." - then he jumped back in his car and left.

"Hey, kiddo," I said, gently guiding the little girl into my house. "What's your name?"

"Amelia..." she mumbled.

She kept her eyes down. I knew they were tearing up cause she felt like she was being punished for no reason. Poor girl just wanted to go home, be with her mom. But she couldn't. Maybe she didn't understand yet...

I showed her around the place, trying to joke about how messy it was. She didn't laugh. Not even once. She only looked up when I showed her the kitchen.

"Are you hungry?" I asked.

"No..."

Sometimes she looked like Savannah, with the same blue eyes and blonde hair. But most of the time, she just looked like a stranger. I was already having doubts and I hadn't even known her for an hour. But I couldn't give up. We were still getting used to each other. It would take time.

I wished we had met under better conditions. Maybe we'd be joking around together or watching Mickey Mouse. And she'd be calling me "Daddy" while Savannah giggled from the kitchen. Then my wife would come out with plates of chocolate cake and we'd sing Happy Birthday just for the fun of it then eat the best tasting cake in the world.

What had I done wrong? Why didn't I deserve to actually live that scene?

But I had to stay positive. For Amelia. She was the most important person in my life right now and I needed to be the best I could be.

I left her in the bedroom (my old one that I was giving up for her) cause I knew she didn't want to talk. Things would get better soon, though. I was sure of that. She didn't love me yet, but I was determined to win her over. I was determined to make her smile again, to teach her to be the same lovable joker that I had been before I'd had to grow up.

As long as I was here, she would never have to worry about growing up too fast. Maybe I was gonna be a better dad than I thought...

**AN - hope you enjoyed chapter 1! I would love it if you guys had any suggestions for some of the next one-shots, as well. also, should I include the two one-shot ideas that I have for Johnny and Dally? it would be like a "if they had lived" kind of thing, I guess. do you think that'd be a good idea?**


	2. Chapter 2

**Reviews:**

**Sammy - Thank you so much for reviewing last chapter! I really liked your suggestion so it'll be included in Dally's chapter. For now, I hope you enjoy Johnny's chapter and I'll try to write Dally's as soon as I can. :) **

Chapter 2: Johnny

Honestly, I didn't think it could happen. I've been stuck in a wheelchair since I was sixteen and just about anyone you asked would tell you that guys who were paralyzed couldn't have kids. No one thought it was possible. I remember being real disappointed cause I'd wanted a chance. A chance to be a better dad than the one I got.

I met Wendy right in the middle of my senior year. She'd moved to Tulsa from Clarksville after her dad got transferred on business. We became friends pretty quickly even though I was just some disabled greaser and she was clearly better off than me. I mean, she's got a family who loves her and a good amount of money, too. But she still had to work. And I think that's what I really liked about her: she wasn't a soc or a greaser. She was just a normal girl.

We started going out close to the end of that year - early May, I think. I got to know her parents and they kinda ended up becoming my family, too. It was just after graduation when I became a permanent resident of her house. Well, it was nothing official. I just stopped going back to my place. I don't think my parents even noticed.

The kindness of her parents got me a college degree. I put in as much money as I could, but it still wasn't enough. Despite my protests, they covered the rest. And just like that, I was attending the University of Tulsa with Wendy.

Graduation was looming pretty close by the time I finally got up the courage to ask her dad for another loan. He asked me why I needed it and I looked down at the floor, feeling my cheeks turn red. I told him I wanted to propose to his daughter. To my surprise, he was more than willing to help out.

That same year - just two months after becoming a college graduate - I metaphorically got down on one knee. She said yes.

We got married five years later. I'd found an office job that paid fairly well and we moved out of her parents' house. She found work as a veterinarian. For the first time in my life, I wasn't struggling to make ends meet. Our careers kept us really busy so we never got to talk about having kids. Just as well we avoided it. There wouldn't have been any good news for us...

"Maybe we could adopt instead," Wendy suggested when the topic finally came up.

"Maybe..." I didn't like the idea.

So we kept trying to have our own. Wendy even got us help from all sorts of doctors. They gave me medicine, they gave her pills. But she just wasn't getting pregnant.

I gave up.

I still remember the day we found out. Wendy'd been telling me for weeks that she was concerned because her period was really late. I didn't bother hoping. It was much more likely that there was something wrong with her. So I took her to the hospital to get her checked out. The nurse came back in pretty quickly and she looked at us like we were the dumbest people she'd ever seen.

"There's nothing wrong with you, Mrs. Cade," she said with an annoyed sigh. "You're just pregnant."

And then Wendy started crying. She hugged me as tightly as she could. Through her tears, I heard her whispering, "We did it. Johnny, we did it."

Over the next nine months, I watched with reverent fascination as her stomach got bigger, rounder. I kept thinking it wasn't possible. How could a cripple be this lucky? Each morning, I felt acute fear, realizing that maybe I'd been dreaming the whole time. But then I'd see Wendy and her amazingly, wonderfully swollen belly and I could relax again.

Sometimes, I tried to call the number Dally had given me before he'd left. I just wanted him to know that I was gonna be a dad, too. Don't know how excited he'd have been cause, at the time, I knew he was already a father of three. I didn't get to find out, though. No one ever answered the phone... I left a couple messages. Then I gave up and stopped calling.

Wendy went into labor on January 20th and gave birth the next afternoon. I held her hand through the entire ordeal. Glad to do it, too, except for the fact that she almost broke my fingers. Anyway, before supper-time we were the proud parents of Oliver Cade.

We took him home after a couple days, showed him his room.

Seven years later and I still can't believe he's actually mine. Of course, I would never doubt Wendy's loyalty. Ollie looks just like me, anyway. Dark hair and eyes, tanned skin. He gets his personality from his mom, though. He's so outgoing, it makes me nervous. I worry that he'll get himself hurt.

It's a warm Sunday afternoon when it happens. I'm home from work, preparing to go back early tomorrow morning. Ollie runs up to me - all smiles, as usual.

"Daddy, let's go on an adventure!" he says.

"Sure thing, Ollie," I reply. "Where are we going?"

He tells me it's a secret then runs off at full speed. I have no choice but to follow him. We sprint through the trees behind our house, heading toward the creek. Well, I guess I'm not really running... But in my defense, I _am _in a wheelchair.

Inevitably, he gets far ahead of me and I lose sight of him. To make matters worse, a branch gets stuck in my wheels. I stop to fix it, bending over the side of the chair. It's only when I sit up that I realize I can't hear him anymore.

"Ollie?" I call.

Nothing.

"Oliver!" I try again and again, pushing the wheels of my chair with renewed urgency. "Oliver Henry Cade, if you don't stop fooling around this instant, you're grounded!"

Still nothing.

I roll along the bank of the creek and it seems like an eternity before I find him. When I see him, I'm angry at first. I'd told him a million times not to go in the water. Then I notice he's not moving. I see blood on the rocks, quickly washed away by the current. My heart's racing. I push over to him, scoop his little body out of the water. There's a wicked gash across his forehead, still seeping blood.

His breathing is shallow, but he's alive. Thank God, he's alive! I wheel us back to the house, adrenaline pumping through my body.

Wendy's waiting for us on the back porch. A look of panic crosses her face, but before I can say anything, she turns and bolts inside. I get Ollie into the house, wrap a towel around his head. By the time I'm done, Wendy's hanging up the phone.

"A-ambulance will be here soon," she says, moving to stand beside me. She runs her fingers through our little boy's hair. "What happened?"

"I think he slipped... Down by the creek..." That's all I can think to say.

The ambulance pulls up a half hour later and they take our only child away. We drive to the hospital behind them.

We sit in the waiting room for what feels like hours. Nobody's telling us anything so we can only assume it's real bad. They must be losing him. That's all I'm thinking right now. He's gone. Our miracle is gone. I can't help but wonder if this is why people get bitter: cause they get hurt real bad. Part of me wishes I had listened to Dally all those years ago. I wish I could be tough like him.

Finally, a nurse finds us. She smiles at me then my wife, though she still looks a little nervous. "We stitched Oliver up - good as new," she says. "He didn't lose as much blood as we thought so he didn't need any special treatment."

"That's good to hear," I reply, squeezing Wendy's hand reassuringly. "Thank you so much."

"Of course," she says, smile broadening. "The doctor's given him permission to be discharged, by the way. I'll bring you to him so you can get ready to go. Oh, and when you get home, give him juice and something to eat, okay? It'll help his body replenish the blood it lost."

Wendy nods rapidly. "Y-yes, I'll do just that."

We collect a rather sleepy-looking Oliver from the ER and begin the drive back home. It's still light outside so I assume we were only in the hospital for two hours. When we get home, I scoop up my son and place him on my lap. Wendy rushes ahead of us to get the juice and start making dinner.

"You scared us a lot, Ollie," I say, voice gentle.

"I'm sorry, Daddy..." he mumbles. I can hardly hear him cause his face is buried in my chest. He repeats his apology, slightly louder but still muffled. "I just wanted to play..."

I hug him tightly and kiss his forehead. "I know, buddy. I know. I'm glad you're okay. Now let's get you inside. The doctor says you gotta eat if you want to feel healthy again."

Once Ollie is situated with his apple juice and crackers, I walk over to the telephone. Wendy gives me a curious glance as I pass, but I ignore her. I start dialing, hold the phone up to my ear. It's ringing. Then I nearly jump out of my skin cause there's finally a voice, greeting me as cheerfully as I'd ever imagined.

"What the hell do ya want?"

**AN - I don't usually write in present tense so please tell me what you thought. Also review, favorite, and follow if you have the time. I really appreciate it! :D**


	3. Chapter 3

**Reviews:**

**Sammy - I'm really glad you liked it! And I hope you enjoy this chapter just as much as the last one :)**

**Fiction by Jen - Yeah, sorry about that. I got inspired by the song White Trash Beautiful and I just couldn't help myself. I'm not promising anything, but I might go back and write more once I make it through the rest of the gang. If you have any suggestions I'd love to hear them :) Anyway, thank you so much for reviewing, it really made my day!**

Chapter 3: Dally

Bars weren't really my thing. Never had been, actually. I'd only downed a couple beers, but I was already itching to get out of there cause it was so damn loud and my head felt like it was gonna burst. Figured I'd stay, though. No use in coming out here if I didn't drink enough to forget.

Didn't exactly know what I was trying to leave behind me. I just knew I couldn't go home until the memory was completely erased from my mind. Whatever it was. The beers kept on coming, anyway. So I drank them.

Johnny always said I was too impulsive - not sure what that means, but he didn't look too happy saying it. He tried to explain. Said I just did as I pleased and never thought about the cost of my actions. I guess he'd been right cause the thought of paying for the beer hadn't bothered me yet. Didn't know how much it'd be. My math weren't all that good, specially not when I was drunk.

My eyes were going blurry, the whole room spinning, by the time I got cut off. Could've gone for a couple more and I told the bartender that. He scoffed then said, "Go home, kid." And that pissed me off real bad cause nobody told Dallas Winston what to do. I stood up, knocking over the bar stool as I tried to balance on shaking legs.

"Fuck off, man," I slurred. "I told ya I ain't done yet." I stretched over the bar, reaching for a bottle of whiskey on the shelf behind the scowling guy. He slapped my hand away so I hauled back and decked him. Right in the nose. God, I laughed so hard, it hurt.

Or maybe the pain was just from the bartender's fist in my gut. Some blurry men grabbed my arms, dragging me out of the place. I leaned my head back and shrieked out more laughter. They tossed me to the gutter then left me. Staring after their retreating forms, I just kneeled in the dirty water - think it rained the night before. My laughter died out slowly. The joke wasn't so funny when I was alone...

I pulled myself up, stumbled down the alley. Nothing was funny about what I'd gotten in to. I was just some drunk kid who hated everything worse than anyone. Drunk like my old man. Pathetic.

Didn't know where I was going. Not home, though. I guess I wandered for a while, looking for a distraction. It wasn't long before somebody found me. Couldn't tell you what her name was. She was kinda old and kept calling me "Mr. Winston" like some goddamn teacher at school. I might've told her to go to hell, but she didn't listen.

Then she forced something into my arms and bolted. Her heels clacked obnoxiously on the pavement. I barely heard her shouting, "Albany! Albany!" I didn't get it cause I'd never been there - just New York City. How long had she been holding this thing, anyway? Was it there when she'd started talking to me?

It was heavy. I just about threw the thing to the sidewalk, but some weird part of my mind started shouting so I held it tighter. Instinctively. Even though I knew you just didn't take gifts from strange old women that tracked you down in deserted alleyways. But I was drunk out of my mind and the alcohol was telling me to take it home.

By some miracle, I found my way back to my dad's place. No one was there - the old man would be gone for days at a time so I figured he wasn't coming back for a while. I let myself in, tossed the bundle on to the couch. There was some screaming, but that was probably the neighbors. I knew the guy across the street beat his wife a lot. Guess it was just her. I shrugged.

I didn't remember falling asleep, but the next thing I knew, I was opening my eyes. A familiar headache burned in my temples. Hungover again. Just as I was rolling out of bed - my dad's bed... Why wasn't I in my own? - I heard crying. And not just neighbor-across-the-street crying, but up-close-in-my-house crying.

Nothing surprised me anymore, but when I walked into the living room... I think I nearly had a heart attack. There was a baby laying on the sofa, wailing helplessly. A million things ran through my mind as I stood there. _Kill it. Dump it in some alley. Make it shut up. Help. _The last one was unexpected... Didn't know if I wanted to help the thing or if I wanted somebody to help me. Almost laughed at that. I didn't need anyone's help. Not ever. I could take care of everything on my own.

After taking a couple aspirins, I grabbed the kid and looked it over. It was fat and pink and wet with tears and its own spit. It was wrapped up in blankets, but there was something else, too. A note. I slipped it out from between two cloth folds then started reading.

_Dally, _

_His name is Albany. I guess he's yours and I don't want him. Do whatever._

_- Sylvia_

I probably should've known from the start. And I really wanted to shoot myself for being so goddamn stupid. Never knock up a two-timing bitch. She'll stick you with the kid then run off with her newest toy. Fucking slut...

The thing - Albany, I guess - just kept on crying. Maybe it - he - was hungry or something. I raided the fridge, but only found beer. And I searched through the cupboards for a good ten minutes before I leaned back on my heels and wondered what babies could eat. But I was all good. Didn't need nobody's help.

After another five minutes of solid crying, I wanted to hit the kid. If I'd been like this, my old man hating me made sense. Shook myself out of those thoughts, though. I had to do something. I was determined to not be an asshole like I usually was.

"C'mon," I mumbled to myself. "Johnny'd be real good at this. How would he...?"

I sat down on the couch and grabbed the kid again. I held him at arm's length for a bit then finally pulled him closer, resting his little head on my chest. He got quiet. Good.

It was kinda alright, actually, and I got to thinking that I could handle the kid just fine. Until there was a knock on the door, that is. I stood up nice and slow, setting the baby on the couch cushion, then answered, trying to look tougher than I felt. Nobody out there. I made the mistake of glancing down at the steps.

Two boxes. Two more babies. Shit.

Instead of listening to my gut, I pulled them inside - two girls, one named Joanna, the other Renee. The two notes that came with them were signed by different women. I didn't recognize them.

I set the girls on the couch with Albany, just stared until my eyes hurt. But I could still deal with it. No one had to know about these slobbering, tiny bald monsters. Well, they weren't that bad, I guess, cause they were quiet and I could ignore them. And if they stayed that way, we wouldn't have a problem.

Took about three minutes for them to conspire to drive me insane. They all started screaming and wailing at the same time.

"What do you want?" I shouted, violently running my fingers through my hair. "What the hell do you want?"

I knew I needed help. Hated that fact, hated myself, hated all kids but these ones especially. But I couldn't take it anymore. With all the strength I had, I snatched up the phone and dialed.

"Hello?"

Internally, I sighed in relief. I wasn't sure he'd even be home yet. "Hey. I need your help."

"Dally?" Darry asked. "You okay? What's goin' on over there? It's kinda loud. I can hardly hear ya."

"I'm fine," I said. "I just...need ya to do somethin' for me. Get here quick, alright?"

"Wait a minute. I can't just-"

"I'm serious, Dare," I interrupted. "If you ain't here soon, I'll just bring the problem to your place." He hung up and I didn't know if he was gonna come over or if he was just trying to call my bluff.

But within twenty minutes, he burst into my living room, eyes scanning the place for whatever had me so spooked - I think he'd known throughout the whole phone call that I wasn't acting like myself. That probably scared him as much as me. Anyway, the sound of the door made the kids start screaming again and I knew Darry was shocked even before I'd seen him.

He walked further into the room, looked at me in that way of his. The one that made me feel real stupid, like I was hardly older than the babies on my lap. He had nothing to say for a while, just that look. My gaze dropped. Didn't matter what happened, Darry could always make me feel ashamed...

"What the hell were you thinking?"

"Don't give me that shit," I said, getting over those dumb feelings and glaring at him. "I just... Tell me what to do."

Darry's expression softened a bit and he picked up one of the girls - Renee, maybe. He cradled her in his arms, murmuring lovingly. "See," he said, voice gentle even though he was talking to me, "ya hold 'em like this and ya gotta talk so they don't get scared."

"Like this, then."

He laughed at me. I wanted to hurt him. Kept all the hate quiet, though. At least I was good at something. Unaware of my thoughts, Darry sat next to me and guided my hands to where they were supposed to be. I'd have slapped him away if I wasn't holding this living, sniffling pile of human flesh.

"There, just like that," Darry said, taking the other girl from me. Guess I was focusing on just one for now. The boy. "Support the head. Now talk to him."

"No."

"Dallas," Darry scolded. "Talk to your son. This is what Mom did when Pony was a baby. It works, so do it."

"Fine." I coughed a bit then looked down at the baby's face. "Hey...kiddo... You're real...cute or some shit like that." I looked up at Darry, almost pleading.

He rolled his eyes. "Good enough. Let's feed 'em."

Taking the girls, he went to the kitchen. I listened as he rummaged through everything and I knew he wasn't pleased with what I had. Couldn't move from the couch - kid was surprisingly heavy. I stared a while, searching those blank baby eyes for something...human.

I couldn't find what I was looking for. The thing was strange, unearthly. What the hell? Course it wasn't weird. All babies looked like that, right? Probably. Darry didn't seem concerned. That must've been a good sign...

Eventually, he came back into the living room, still carrying Renee and Joanna. Albany was getting restless. Darry set the girls down and handed me a slip of paper.

"I made a list of everything you need," he said.

"Thanks..." Then I had an idea. I placed the boy on the couch. "I should go get those now. Watch the kids for a bit, okay? I'll only be gone an hour."

"Dal, I don't think..." Darry began. "Well, I guess I can take care of them until you come back. Be quick, though. Pony asked me to help him with a project for school so I gotta get home."

I almost felt guilty. I just nodded wordlessly and walked out the door. Buck's T-bird sat in the driveway with Darry's truck parked next to it. I got into the car, sat for a second, staring at the list. Babies were so needy... Didn't matter anymore. They were someone else's problem now.

My arms shook a bit as I reached out to grab the steering wheel. At the time, it seemed like such a hugely overwhelming betrayal and I wondered if he would hate me. Wasn't the first person. Wouldn't be the last. No, there would be three more at the least. Three kids who'd have to grow up without their father cause he was just a good-for-nothing hood. And if he'd stayed, they'd only have hated him worse, anyway.

Darry was good. He'd be a better dad. Those kids deserved...something. Didn't know what, but I guess it had to be something real nice since both parents walked out on them and they needed somebody good to care for them. They needed love. I didn't have any.

So I drove away.

When I got far enough from my dad's place, I hopped out of the car and searched for a pay phone. I found one just up the street, forced a couple coins into it then dialed. "Hey, kid. Look, I'm leavin' town for a while. I gave you the number. Call if you need anything." I hung up, got back in my car, kept on driving.

I lost count of how many years I'd been gone, but I'm back now. I park the T-bird in the empty driveway and walk into my house. The phone has about thirty messages on the machine. All Johnny. I shake my head as I listen. Thirty-odd messages and I'm pretty much caught up on everything that happened. Everything important, anyway.

They all have kids now. Even Johnny. I'm the only one running around like I'm still seventeen. Like nothing's changed. How old am I anyway? 25? 30? I don't know... I glance at the calendar on the kitchen wall. It's on the same page as when I'd left. Eighteen years ago. God... I'm 35...

The phone starts ringing again and I know who it's gonna be. But I can't stop myself from answering. I just wanna hear that voice again.

"What the hell do ya want?" I answer.

"Glory, Dally! Where have you been?" Johnny demands. He sounds mad. "I've been trying to call you for years and you never picked up."

I think for a bit, not exactly sure how to answer. "I been a lot of places. Just comin' back now." Another pause. "How's your son?"

"He's fine. Only needed a couple stitches."

"Good," I say, biting down on my lower lip cause I know I'm gonna say something stupid. But I can't keep it from slipping out. "Do...umm... Do ya know what happened? To my kids, I mean." My kids. I'd never called them that before.

Johnny gets real quiet. I'm not sure what he's thinking. Whether he's mad or confused or something else entirely. He says nothing for a long time and the only reason I don't hang up is cause I still hear his breathing on the other end.

I try again. "Are they okay?"

Finally, Johnny just explodes at me. I shrink away slightly, but not cause I'm scared or nothing. I'd just never heard Johnny talk like that before.

"You missed everything! Joanna graduated last month and you didn't even bother to show up. How can you expect to...?" He trails off and his voice gets much quieter. He mumbles a 'good night' to someone on his end then turns his attention back to me. His voice doesn't raise up again. Now he's just talking.

"Listen, Dal," he says, "you can't do this. You can't just barge into their lives again. As far as they're concerned, Darry's their dad. Not you. They don't love you. They don't even know you."

"I don't love them." It sucks, but it's all I can think to say.

Johnny snorts, probably rolling his eyes in disbelief. I want to protest. I can't cause I know he's right. I walked out and now it's too late to come back.

"Tell me about them," I say. Johnny sounds like he chokes in surprise. I'm having the same reaction deep down. Shock that I would bother asking, anger that I hadn't stuck around to see my kids - Darry's kids - grow up in the first place. Disgusted that I have to ask someone else to tell me...

Again, Johnny hesitates. But then he just starts talking. Maybe eighteen years ago, he would've left it alone. Not now. "Al's like you. Last I checked, anyway. Darry doesn't talk about it...but Al is violent and tough and a liar." Just like you remains unsaid, but I still hear it. "He dropped out of school a few years ago. I think he's spending time in jail now. Not sure, though, cause he ran off on us, too."

"And Joanna?"

"She's a good girl," he replies, a bit of a smile in his voice. "We told her about you - well, we told them all about you, but she was the only one who understood. She was sympathetic, even. Just last week, she told Dare that she felt bad for you. If... if you're gonna come back, start with her. I think she'll be quick to forgive."

I wait for him to start talking about Renee, but he doesn't. And I don't wanna ask cause I already know it's bad and I know hearing it will hurt something fierce.

"Well...thanks," I say then hang up.

**AN - Holy crap, this is a long chapter! I'm really super proud of it, though, so I'd love to hear what you guys think. I'm still trying to think of plots for the other chapters so suggestions are very much appreciated. Thank you! :D**


	4. Chapter 4

**Reviews:**

**Sammy - I definitely plan on doing that. The idea at the moment is to skip ahead 3 years to when Darry's biological kids are born and deal with the conflict of keeping Dally's kids around. I hope you'll enjoy this chapter, though, while you wait for Darry's. And I also want to thank you again for your continued support. It really means a lot to me. :D**

**Zarak - I'm glad you've enjoyed the story so far!**

**Crystalteen - Aw, thank you! I'm so happy that you like them. I also like your idea, but I'm wondering if Pony would be reluctant to approach Darry about this. He knows that Darry is really stressed out because of what Dally did. But he'll absolutely go talk to Soda because he has quite a bit of experience with children (oh darn, that's kind of a spoiler, sorry :p)**

**Fiction by Jen - I'm so glad you like my writing! It's something I'm really proud of! I'm not sure if I'll be going back and writing more for each of them, but I will say that the rest of these chapters will most likely include little sections with Dally. Like this one, for instance. And Darry's chapter will definitely focus on the Winston kids, though I haven't decided if I'll write about when Dally sees them again. Sorry I can't give you a more certain answer. ;-; **

**_AN - Just thought I'd let you guys know that this was gonna be Soda's chapter, but then I changed my mind. Don't know why I'm telling you this. Not like you'll get mad at me, right? Anyway, please review, follow, and favorite if you enjoy this chapter. (but mainly review because hearing your opinions is my favorite part_ _:D)_**

Chapter 4: Tim

I was in love with an angel. And I fucking hated it. Not the fact that she was good. But that I cared about her so much. Never imagined I'd be hanging out with a good girl like Cynthia - the kind who did what her daddy told her to, the kind who was always polite and proper. But what can I say? Sometimes screwing around with greasy tramps gets old. I ain't saying she was a soc. Pretty close to it, though. So her interest in me made my eyebrows raise up when she first told me.

"What're ya playin' at?" I demanded, glaring up at her from my chair at the booth. "Ya think I'm stupid or somethin'? Go home to your daddy, Doll Face."

She had guts, though. Just coming up to me while I was eating with the guys. _Who does she think she is?_ I thought, frowning angrily. A persistent girl, I guess, cause she wasn't leaving. She just folded her arms and pursed her lips.

"Not going anywhere until you get a drink with me," she said.

People turned to stare at our table like they thought they were at the fucking movies. Curly nudged me, whispering some crap about just going with her so we didn't cause a scene. I jabbed my elbow into his ribs in response.

"Listen, sweetheart, I already got a girl," I replied.

"Oh yeah? Who is she?"

Damn, she wasn't supposed to ask that. I stared at her smirking face for a bit, heart sinking cause I knew I was losing. She was good-looking, sure. But I wasn't about to risk my reputation by being seen hanging around some soc girl. And getting my ass kicked over it? Like hell! There was something in that look she was giving me, though. Too honest, too pleading...

"Alright." Couldn't believe I was just giving in. My boys snickered behind my back. "I'll get ya one drink then I ain't doin' nothin' with you again. Ya hear me?"

She nodded eagerly. "Loud and clear."

Well, turned out I thought she was real special cause one drink turned into four and one date turned into several. We started seeing each other every couple days. At that point, I was sneaking around. Knew that if Curly found out what I was up to, I'd never hear the end of it. Stupid kid loved to taunt me. Course, I always made him pay for it. But he could really get to me sometimes.

It wasn't until two years later that I actually told him about Cynthia and me. Not that I had to. He'd already guessed. And I thought maybe he didn't mind, but then he was lecturing me about how I couldn't be with her no more. Imagine it: my little brother trying to act like our dad. I hit him real hard for that one. Bruised up his face a bit.

But he kept bothering me. And he got the guys in on it, too. Somehow, they tricked me into bed with another girl. Well... Alright, I admit that I didn't put up too much of a fight... But I just thought they'd leave me alone if I did it once. Then I could go back to Cynthia and pretend nothing happened.

I was wrong. They'd told her. She was there.

She came bursting in on us before it got too heated. I thought she was gonna yell at me and beat the shit out of the girl I was with. She didn't. Tears slipped from her eyes, down her cheeks. Next thing I knew, she was sobbing and running out of the room.

Didn't care about the slut in my bed. I left her without a thought, chasing after my girl, my shirt missing and my belt undone. Cynthia hadn't gotten far. She'd collapsed just outside the house and I knelt beside her in the dirt.

"I didn't... The guys..." Couldn't say nothing cause it all seemed so bad now that I really thought about it.

"Why...?" She was crying so hard, she could barely speak. "I-I should've listened... D-Daddy told me n-not to... Thought you l-loved me... Liar... Liar..."

My heart hurt something fierce. I had to check to be sure I hadn't been physically stabbed there. Nothing. Must've been the guilt then. I stayed quiet, though. She wouldn't have believed anything I told her. I didn't deserve her trust, her love. I'd been weak. And I couldn't apologize or even break down with her cause I knew what the guys would say.

Still, I tried one more time. "Baby, don't-" Then she cut me off.

"I'm pregnant... T-Tim, I'm pregnant..." She glanced up at me and managed to calm herself slightly. "Three months... I couldn't find the right time to tell you. I thought you were gonna be so happy."

I couldn't convince her that it was all a mistake. So we decided to stay together until the baby was born cause her dad was gonna beat my ass if I didn't stick around. Once it popped outta her, I'd go.

For those six months, I didn't screw with any other girl. Hoped maybe I could change her mind, show her how much I loved her. It made me weak. I hated being weak. I hated loving her. She was one of those girls you'd do anything for. Even if it meant giving up everything you knew... Curly didn't understand yet. But he didn't get to push me around either. Cynthia was gonna be my girl and if he didn't like it, he could just fuck off.

Without getting the chance to try too hard, something real strange happened. She fell in love with me again. I've never believed in God, but that night, I thanked Him for letting her forgive me, for letting us stay together.

This time, our love was deeper, stronger. I kinda started blowing off my pals just so I could be with her more often. Even missed a rumble once cause she told me she wasn't feeling that great. And I missed a few other things, too - like holding up the hardware store or going to Buck's parties. She kept telling me she was hurting. We were too afraid to go to the hospital, though.

We didn't need them fancy doctors judging us for becoming parents too early. But by the seventh month of Cynthia's pregnancy, she was in so much pain, we knew we didn't have a choice. Her dad drove over there and we'd sat together in the waiting room while they were doing their tests on her.

They told her she was fine.

Her due date came around and I was nervous as hell. Darrel Curtis came by once to tell me it was all gonna be okay. I guess he'd know... I mean, he already had three kids and his girl was expecting another one in the next couple months.

Dally didn't visit. I'd heard rumors that he'd skipped town a few years back and that explained a lot, but still... He was my friend - kind of - and I'd wanted him to be here. Even if it was just to tell me how stupid I was for knocking up some broad.

My girl's pain continued right up until she went into labor. They'd had her laid up in the hospital bed for a week, but they didn't do nothing to help her. They let her suffer.

And at the end of all the pain, she finally gave birth to a surprisingly healthy baby girl. She named her Lauren. It was the name at the top of her list. I hadn't been a fan of it, but after all she went through just to hold the child in her arms, I figured she'd earned the right to name it.

The next year, it happened all over again. Letting her get pregnant even though I knew she wasn't strong enough, letting her feel all that pain. Then, there was another little girl in our growing family. We called this one Tracy.

Cynthia was happier than I'd ever seen her. Holding our two daughters in her arms, grinning at me like it was all okay. But it wasn't. I remember the doctor pulling me out of the room and telling me she couldn't do that again. He said she'd never fully recover from this birth. Another one would kill her.

She had other things in mind, thankfully. She wanted to marry me. Never said so, but I just knew. I wasn't good enough for her. Got no money for a ring or a nice house or anything and I wouldn't let her daddy help me out. I was determined to work like hell for it.

Fourteen years later and we still aren't married. I know she's losing her faith in me, but I can't do anything to reassure her. She deserves so much more than what I can give. That's why I'm leaving the door open. Just in case she comes to her senses and decides to marry a better man instead.

Our girls are in high school now and they're a real handful. But I never let Cynthia worry about it. She's a great mother, good with everything. The stress is too much, though, so I gotta take care of everything I can. I haven't been out with the gang in years - think Curly's the leader now.

Cynthia's been pretty sick lately, but she don't wanna see a doctor. We're all worried about her. I think Lauren hasn't eaten in a day or so. Says she ain't gonna eat till her mom gets some food in her. And Tracy's having trouble with school. She wants to drop out.

It's Monday when I start noticing things. Like how Cynthia can't get out of bed no more or how Lauren dotes on her before rushing off to school or how Tracy prays every night.

"What're ya up to, Trace?" I ask, seeing her kneel before the window.

"I'm askin' God to help Ma," she says and I sense a sad little smile on her lips. "Think He'll listen to somebody like me?"

I swallow hard cause I know I'm not good at this religious stuff. Cynthia had taught them about it ten years back. Used to drag us to church before she got sick. "Well... I know He always tries to take care of us..."

"You're right," she replies, turning to beam at me. "Thanks, Pa."

I leave her to her prayers, sighing softly. See, when the girls were young, they had a knack for swiping things. And I can't help but think about what I'd told them: _If ya'll are gonna take what ain't yours, ya either gotta be clever or ya gotta give it back. _Now, I know I have to take my own advice. I stole an angel from Heaven. I have to give her back cause I sure as hell ain't clever enough to keep her.

Quietly, I step into our bedroom where she's laying under the covers. If I'm gonna lose her, there's something I gotta do first. "Darlin'? You awake?"

"Yeah..." Her voice is no more than a breath.

"I wanna ask ya 'bout somethin'," I say, sitting on the bed beside her. Gentle as I've ever been, I caress her stone cold cheek. "Well... I know I'm real late, but... Will ya marry me, Cynthia?"

"Yes... I...will..."

Don't cry even though I really want to. But I gotta be strong for everybody so I ain't allowed to be upset. There's a knock on the front door, jolting me out of my self-pity. I tell Cynthia I'll only be gone a moment then I go to answer.

Dally's there, pacing on the steps, running his hands through his white blond hair. It's strange to see him after all these years. He don't look any different. I wonder how that's even possible. We all got old. Everybody except Dallas Winston...

"What're ya doin' here?" I sigh, stepping aside to let him in. If I hadn't, I knew he'd just barge on in, anyway. "Be quiet, would ya? My girls are tryin' to sleep."

"You too, then?" he asks. He grabs a beer from the fridge and sits on my couch while he gulps it down. "Johnny said so. Didn't believe him. Ain't no way Shepard's gone soft. That's what I told him. But he's right..."

I settle in the armchair across from him with a beer of my own. Got this feeling we'll be here all night. So I don't say nothing, just let him talk it out. He'll get to his point on his own. Don't need no help from me.

"Fuck all that responsibility shit," he continues. He finishes the bottle and fetches another one. "It ain't for me. It's really fuckin' dumb, right?"

"Right." Sometimes you just can't disagree with Dally.

"And I don't get the fuss over it all," he says, watching me with his razor eyes. I used to think blue was a gentle color, before I'd met him. Now I know how cruel blue eyes are. Now I know better. "But I been weird lately. Don't know what's wrong... I just keep thinkin' about... Fuck it! I didn't say nothin', alright?"

Don't even get the chance to nod before he's talking again. It all seems so strange, though, cause we never used to be close like this. If Dallas Winston was talking feelings, it was to complain about someone else's. He'd never have told me this eighteen years ago. I force myself to pay attention, despite my growing discomfort.

"-like a bitch... And I got these pains but I haven't done nothin' to earn 'em," he says as he finishes his second beer. "Here, in my chest, ya know? Swear I haven't been fightin', though..." He trails off and his icy gaze drops to the floor.

He's hurting real bad. That much is obvious. But he was never like this before. He wouldn't have dared to be so vulnerable. Now, it kinda sounds like he's trying to ask for help.

So I take a bit of a risk. "What d'ya need?"

I think he's shocked. His head whips up and he just stares at me. And he's got this look to him. The look of a caged animal. Like he might attack. But he doesn't. He just leans a little closer to me, trying to keep his voice down.

"Tell me what happened to Darry's kids." It sounds like he chokes on Darry's name. He doesn't react like it, though. He regains his usual calm.

"I dunno." My face flushes with anger. He disturbs my last moments with Cynthia just to ask about Darry's goddamn kids? "What the hell you think I know? I ain't friends with the guy! Last I heard, the youngest one was dead. That's it!" I'm so mad that I'm yelling. And I don't care if I wake up the girls.

I leap to my feet and grab him by the collar, giving him a violent shove. He stumbles backward, trips over the couch. Then he scrambles to his feet. He cusses at me cause the beer bottle broke when he fell and now the blood from his sliced up hand is dripping on to the rug.

He doesn't try to fight back, though - just keeps edging away. I decide to leave it. No use in fighting here. He's bleeding anyway... But I'm not done saying my piece yet, so I go on yelling.

"Get the fuck outta my house, Winston! And don't you dare come back!"

"Okay..." He goes. And I know it don't mean a thing to him cause it ain't the first time he's been kicked out and it certainly won't be the last.

Dropping to my knees, I try to pick up the shards of glass. Lauren walks in before I'm done, tears in her eyes. My heart falls, the glass shards slip from my fingers. I stand and run for the bedroom, but she holds out a hand to stop me. The other hand is clasped over her mouth, restraining her sobs.

I pull her into my arms, kissing the top of her head. She cries into my shoulder as I try to tell her that everything's gonna be okay. But then she pulls back and she's shaking her head. I catch a glimpse of a smile even though the tears cover her cheeks.

My daughter steps out of my embrace, pointing to the doorway into my bedroom. I follow her finger and Cynthia's standing there, leaning against the wooden frame. My girl has a smile on her pale face and she laughs a bit as she shakes her head.

"Heard you yelling..." she whispers, but her voice seems stronger now. "Thought you were in trouble... But it's just Dallas Winston... Ha... Never thought I'd see him again..."

Can't help but stare at her. Then I run, scoop her up in my arms, and carry her to the couch. I set her down, stare some more. A miraculous recovery. I don't believe it. How...? I glance up to the ceiling. Maybe God is real after all... Maybe he could actually hear Tracy. Maybe...

"Lauren, get your sister," I say, returning my complete attention to my wife. And thinking about all this. My girls... Wondering if Winston ever gets jealous, too, and pitying him cause he doesn't know what it's like to love this much. Love...

I wait until Tracy comes back, until her hysterical crying dies down. There's this pressure in me, though. A feeling that my whole life has been leading up to this moment. This moment when I can finally let go of the past and who I once was.

"I love you. I love you all so much." And we're all crying this time. Even me.

**AN - Well, I'm pretty much crying. See you guys when I've recovered from this...**


	5. Chapter 5

**Reviews:**

**BreakfastClub101 - Aw, that's so sweet of you to say! I'm glad you enjoy my work that much! The idea of seeing them all take responsibility (or run away from it) was a huge part of why I decided to write this. I mean, who doesn't want to see the gang with kids of their own? :p And a tickle fight, you say? Sounds like something for Soda's chapter.**

**Sammy - Wish granted! Here's Darry's chapter. I hope it lives up to your expectations, seeing as how I made you wait so long for it. :D**

**GladerTributeCamper - Thank you! I think you probably liked him more because I wrote a slightly more mature/responsible version of him. That's what happens when you have kids, I guess.**

**Amanda - I know I already thanked you for the review, but I think you deserve a little more gratitude. So, thank you again for always being there and supporting all of my stories. You're awesome! Also, I really liked their little fight thing, too. I think that was the part I was most proud of.**

**Zarak - I'm glad you enjoyed it! And yeah, I thought Tim needed a woman who was a little more bold, yet was intelligent and in control. I hope that came out well enough in my characterization of Cynthia. :)**

**Fiction by Jen: Yeah, I thought he didn't have a big enough part in the actual book to be crazy interesting. At least that gave me a lot of leeway with how I wanted to write his character. As for seeing more of Dally's kids, this chapter (being Darry's) is full of them. I think Pony's chapter will include them too, but I'm not sure about Steve and Soda's chapters.**

**4Dedicated - Glad you like my story so far! :D**

Chapter 5: Darry

I met Marlene in the spring of '66 just outside of Tulsa. We weren't really serious, not for a while. She was just the daughter of a guy whose roof I'd fixed and sometimes, when I had free time, I would take her out to lunch.

But I tried hard not to lead her on cause I liked her a lot. I was worried, though. Kept thinking of what would happen if I brought her home and Soda or Pony didn't like her. Then there was the other issue. Dally's kids. They were only a year old at the time and it was difficult to get away from them. But that wasn't exactly what I was worried about. I mean, sure, Soda was a bit too... irresponsible to take care of babies and Pony was pretty much a toddler himself. At least, that's how I saw him.

Anyway, I think what scared me the most was that I was gonna fall too deep. That I would love her more than anyone else. That she would leave when she found out about the kids. The kids... Still couldn't call them mine. It would take time for me to get used to thinking of them like that.

Deep down, I think I held on to a faint hope that Dally was gonna come back. Then he would take over as the father he wasn't ready to be. Don't think I would've fought for them either. I wanted him to do the right thing - even if it was bad for his son, his daughters.

When I figured out Dally was gone for good, I looked down at those innocent little faces. They didn't do nothing wrong. They didn't deserve what they got. I loved Dal like a brother, but I can't describe the anger I felt that day. My blood coursed through my veins with feverish heat, my hands shook. But I stayed outwardly calm. Wasn't sure how long that could last, though...

From then on, I promised myself that I was gonna go one of two ways. Either I did right or I did wrong. Do things proper or be just as bad as Dallas Winston. So I decided I'd be good. Didn't know at the time that I'd change my mind and take a less extreme viewpoint.

It was halfway through the fall of 1966 when I finally got up the courage to introduce Marley to the kids. And ya know what? She loved them. She loved them more than I ever did. Course I felt bad cause I knew I should've cared more. But that was the last proof I needed. She loved them.

I wanted a wife and Dally's kids needed a mom. I waited a month, saving up all the money I could. The moment I had enough, I went out and got a ring. Proposed in December, married in April. We'd known each other for less than a year.

"Darell Curtis, what on earth am I gonna tell my dad?" she'd asked, giving her wedding ring a tearful smile.

That was when I realized I couldn't be all good. A good man didn't steal a girl from her father, didn't marry her without his permission. It had all been so secretive, too, cause we couldn't afford a ceremony. We signed some papers and just like that, she was mine forever. Mrs. Marlene Curtis. Damn, I loved the sound of that name.

"Don't worry 'bout it," I'd replied, pulling her into my arms. "I'll talk to him." At least I could make up for doing wrong...

I smoothed things over with her dad pretty quickly. Turned out he rather liked me. He'd said he didn't mind too much, but he expected to be told everything from then on. I was just glad he decided to not kick my ass, so I agreed wholeheartedly.

Wasn't long before I was making another trip out of Tulsa, though...

"Hey, Dare?" Marlene came to stand behind my armchair. Her voice seemed too quiet and I was instantly on my feet.

"What's wrong?" I stood facing her, a frown tugging at the corners of my lips.

"Well... It's nothing, really... I just think..." After that, I couldn't hear her. She looked down at the floor, mumbling the rest. I tried to lean in to catch the breathy words, but she'd already finished.

My eyes looked her over and it just struck me. The way she was standing with her hand resting on her stomach. "Are you...?"

"I think so..."

Without hesitating, I closed the distance between us, lifting her off the ground and twirling about like a crazed ballerina. I set her down gently, but my grin was wild. Like it used to be when I'd been running around with the gang. It'd been a while since I'd last felt like that.

In the morning, we packed the kids into our car and drove out to her dad's house. He hadn't been expecting me back so soon and he made a point of telling me so. Repeatedly. But when it came time to discuss the reason for the visit, he got real quiet. I tried to explain and he cut me off with a silent gesture. Then he turned to his little girl with a sorrowful smile.

"You're pregnant, ain't ya?"

She nodded eagerly, her nervousness from the night before completely melted away. Her dad hugged her, staring at me over her shoulder. As if he couldn't believe I'd had the nerve to do that to his baby. But he didn't say nothing, just scooped up Albany from the couch. The girls were in my arms still. Guess they liked being held more than their brother.

Marley's dad patted the boy's head, tousling his tufts of white blond hair. The moment I'd seen those pale locks sprouting up from his head a couple months back, I'd known this boy was gonna look like Dally. And I knew their similarities wouldn't stop there. Really wish I'd been wrong.

"Hey, buddy," my father-in-law said, his voice a bit softer now that he was talking to a toddler. "Your mommy's gonna give ya a brother or sister."

"No, she not," Al said, his voice high-pitched and squeaky.

Joanna giggled in my arms and pointed at her brother. "Silly!"

I should've been happy, sitting there with my pregnant wife and my three two-year-old kids. But I couldn't manage a smile. Cause they weren't my children. Albany with his fiercely blue eyes, Joanna with her dark brown curls, and sweet little Renee who scarcely ever spoke a word. They were Dally's and Marley had no idea. It just wasn't right.

At that moment, Albany kicked his way out of his grandfather's arms and toddled around the living room. I watched him for a while as he searched for something to play with. Then I felt Joanna squirm so I let her go join him. Renee stayed with me, curled against my chest, hiding her face in my shirt.

My heart sank and tears started forming in my eyes. I'd have to give them up one day, even if Dally never came back for them. I blinked a couple times, regaining control of myself, then stroked Renee's medium brown hair.

"Sweetie, ya wanna play with Al and JoJo?" I asked.

"No.."

"How 'bout ya play with Grandpa?" I suggested, already knowing what her answer would be. And that made me feel worse.

"No..."

I frowned slightly. Sometimes, it really worried me how much she clung to me. Like I was her actual dad. It wasn't that, though. My concern was with her lack of interaction with anyone else. She never played with her siblings, she never asked her mother to read her bedtime stories. Just me.

Slowly, I stood up, giving her time to wrap her arms around my neck. I turned to Marley's dad. "Could you watch the other two? I need to talk to Marley for a minute."

Didn't wait for his response. Instead, I took hold of Marlene's wrist and pulled her outside. She went willingly, but she had a frown tainting her features. We stood facing each other for too long. Her eyebrows raised up and, despite holding Renee in my arms, I finally spoke.

"They ain't mine..."

She smiled delicately, placing her hand on my upper arm. "I know." There was a brief silence, as if she was waiting for me to reply, but I didn't. "What happened?"

"My buddy - Dallas Winston - he's their dad," I said, unconsciously hugging Renee closer to my chest. "Their mothers dropped 'em at his doorstep one day and... Well, he didn't know what to do, I guess. He called me for help then just took off after I got there. Haven't seen him since..."

"I see," she said.

When I asked her if she was mad, she told me she wasn't. She'd said that she was grateful cause if Dallas Winston hadn't left, she wouldn't have four beautiful babies. I realized that she also wouldn't have had a husband so soon either. If it hadn't been for Dallas Winston... Guess I owed him more than I thought.

We went back inside and never spoke of that again. Our lives just went on like normal - without any thoughts of Dallas. Too bad good things never last...

Marley was about six months pregnant when she started going to one of those first-time mother support groups. Of course, I was thrilled that she found people who understood exactly what she was going through. But, I admit to being worried, too. She kept telling me about poor Cynthia - a fairly young woman, experiencing severe stomach pain.

"We keep tellin' her she's gotta go to the clinic, ya know?" Marley was saying one night after we'd put the kids to bed. "But she don't wanna disappoint Tim."

I nodded slowly, not really listening.

"Ya know him, don't ya? Tim Shepard?"

I looked up at that. "You sayin' Shepard's gonna be a father?" I asked, fairly certain that the Tim I'd known would've never bothered with starting a family. He was gonna be a kid forever. Like Dally.

Marley bit her lip. "Well... We ain't sure. She might lose the baby..."

I couldn't stop thinking about that. Tim Shepard was gonna be a dad. It occupied my mind for weeks until I finally decided to go see him. Don't know if he was pleased when I showed up on his doorstep. All I knew for sure was that he was stressed.

His face was red and eyes tired and, if I had to guess, I'd have said he hadn't eaten in a while. Good to know he was taking it seriously.

So I told him what I could. That it was all gonna be okay, that being a father was probably the best thing that ever happened to me. He accepted my words with a small nod, but told me nothing about how his girl was doing. We said goodbye and haven't spoken since. Cynthia and Marley are still friends, though, and so are the kids.

On March 27, 1968, my wife gave birth. To twin boys. It was unexpected to say the least. And while she worried over names, my mind thought only of the bills. Four kids was gonna be bad enough. Now we had five.

She named the oldest Theodore and the youngest Wesley. I just put my signature on the birth certificates. That's what it felt like, anyway, cause I could hardly focus on anything.

We picked up Albany, Joanna, and Renee from Soda and Pony's apartment then brought them all back home. I started looking around when we got there, really looked. It was strange to see it so full of little Curtis kids. And Curtis parents... But there wasn't space for us anymore. We'd have to move someplace bigger before the twins grew out of sleeping in their parents' bedroom. The realization tore me up inside.

Before we knew it, the day had gone. Night had replaced it and all the kids were sound asleep. My wife and I stood in our room, getting ready for bed. Marley leaned over the crib as she watched the newborns settle in for their first night at home.

"Darry, they're so beautiful," she whisperered, glancing back at me. "I ain't ever lettin' go of 'em. Not a single one."

"I know, dear. I know."

Fifteen years passed and here we are. Still in the same house and sorely aware of our inability to keep our promise. The promise that we'd never let go. But how can a word ever dream of standing against life?

We lost Renee three years ago and Albany, too. He ain't dead, he's just been in and out of jail for the past couple years. When he gets out, he doesn't come home. I don't know where he goes, but he's still welcome here. I wish he would figure that out. He must've inherited his complete disregard for human emotion from Dally. Don't get me wrong, Albany does have feelings. He just doesn't understand that there are people who care about him.

Every day, I wish I'd never told them about Dally. He ruined their lives without even meeting them. If I ever see him again, I'm gonna make him pay.

It's pretty late at night when God decides to give me a surprise. I'd already had a bad day. My alarm didn't wake me up then my boss yelled at me for being late then I got home and had to deal with a call from Theo's principal. The kid's always getting in trouble. He's just like Albany and I'm sick of it.

But now, I get this wonderful nonsense to handle. It begins with a knock on the door. I answer it promptly, in spite of the hour, cause if someone's banging on your front door at midnight, you know there's trouble.

And Dally stands there on the steps, swaying gently. I can already smell the alcohol on him, though I haven't inhaled yet. He stares at me, his eyes foggy and angry, but he doesn't say anything. I stare back, right into his bloodshot eyes, unconsciously tracing the red squiggles that are his blood vessels.

"Lemme see my kids, Curtis," he slurs as he takes a clumsy step forward.

I push him away, stopping his advance. "Like hell I'm lettin' ya in this house when you're nothin' but a drunken fool. Come back if ya ever sober up." I slam the door in his face.

**AN - Okay, I know there isn't a lot about the twins in here, but I hope you liked the chapter anyway. :) And as always, please review, follow, and favorite this story if you're enjoying it so far!**


End file.
